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Through the use of qualitative methods and various theoretical perspectives the 
implementation of maintenance specifications for Danish cemeteries is analysed 
and in parallel the cemeteries are described and characterised. 
 
Cemeteries and their management is complex due to the duality of the service 
and due to frequent ad hoc approaches. The new tool represents a divergent 
change of current practices, and implementation is subsequently ambiguous, 
with adaptations of both tool and organisations. The tool is however addressing 
aspects of emerging challenges in the field of cemetery administrations and thus 
likely to be part of future innovation and learning processes.  
 
Study findings contribute to the field of Danish cemeteries, as well as the 
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Concern is emerging regarding the changes in and related challenges to Danish 
national church cemeteries. One subsequent initiative is the introduction of a 
maintenance specification tool in the administrations, customised from similar 
tools of general scope. This dissertation studies organisational processes and 
innovation in Danish cemetery administrations, focusing specifically on the 
introduction of the new tool. Research in cemetery management in particular 
and the relation to green space research at large represents an emerging and still 
underdeveloped field. The subsequent objectives are thus to describe and char-
acterise Danish cemeteries and analyse the implementation of the new mainte-
nance tool.  
The study has been conducted through a qualitative approach. It is based on 
case studies of 22 cemetery administrations supplemented with further material. 
The theoretical framework builds on perspectives from three main research 
fields, cemeteries, public green spaces and organisational studies (including 
diffusion studies).  
Cemeteries are characterised by a tension between the practical implications of 
burials and maintenance operations on the one hand, and the existential and 
eschatological implication of our own mortality on the other, causing a complex 
and dynamic reality set within wider societal changes. The cemetery could be 
interpreted as a ‘landscape of multiple landscapes’ due to the views and inter-
pretation of different stakeholders.  
Danish cemeteries constitute a special interpretation of the modern cemetery, 
embedded in the national church and evolved from the old churchyards. They 
are characterised by a high standard in design as well as horticultural mainte-
nance, but also subject to processes of change.  The cemetery administrations 
are part of the church and the general public green spaces, but they are per-
ceived as special. The management of Danish national church cemeteries is 
based on routines and an ad hoc approach due to the high degree of institution-
alisation in the field. The governance of Danish cemeteries is characterised by 
the same traits. A divergent network of stakeholders is involved in the process-
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es of taking initiatives and decision-making. The complexity and interrelated-
ness of important themes makes decision making difficult. Innovation does oc-
cur, often through incremental change.  
Implementation processes are slow and indecisive, with size of administration, 
experienced changes and individual agency as important factors. This is inter-
preted as the practices represented by the new tool embodying a divergent 
change in misfit with current practices in the administrations. However, imple-
mentation still progressing because the tool and its practices do offer some solu-
tions to the emerging challenges. The tool only addresses one aspect of the 
cemetery operations: steering of horticultural maintenance. The tool is likely to 
be part of the future cemetery administrations, probably with further adapta-
tions, also because the use of similar tools is routinized in the general green 
space management. The initiative behind, introduction and implementation of 
the new tool is interpreted as part of a larger innovation and learning process in 
response to the emerging changes. 
The study offers recommendations for Danish cemetery management and gov-
ernance, while also adding to the understanding of the modern cemetery, the 
characteristic of Danish cemeteries, and the dynamics of diffusion and innova-
tion in public green spaces. Moreover, some contributions are made to the field 
of organisational change.  
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Dansk resumé (Danish Abstract) 
De danske kirkegårdes udfordringer får stadig stigende bevågenhed. Det har 
bl.a. resulteret i et kvalitetsbeskrivelsessystem for kirkegårde, baseret på lig-
nende redskaber for den generelle parkforvaltning. Denne afhandling behandler 
organisationsprocesser og innovation i danske kirkegårdsforvaltninger, herun-
der særligt indførelsen af de nye kvalitetsbeskrivelser. Forskningen i kirke-
gårdsforvaltning og relationen til parkforvaltning generelt er begrænset, så ud-
over at analysere implementeringsprocessen for kvalitetsbeskrivelserne, er det 
også et formål med afhandlingen at karakterisere danske kirkegårde. 
Studiet har en kvalitativ tilgang og er baseret på casestudier af 22 kirkegårds-
forvaltninger, suppleret med yderligere materiale. Teoretisk bygger afhandlin-
gen på perspektiver fra tre overordnede forskningsområder: kirkegårde, park-
forvaltning og organisationsstudier (herunder diffusionsstudier). 
Den moderne kirkegård er karakteriseret af spændingen mellem de praktiske 
aspekter af begravelse og kirkegårdsvedligeholdelse på den ene side og den 
eksistentielle betydning af vores egen dødelighed på den anden. Det giver en 
kompleks og dynamisk virkelighed, underlagt generelle samfundsmæssige æn-
dringer. Den moderne kirkegård kan forstås som et ’landskab af mange land-
skaber’ på grund af de forskellige aktørers tolkninger og synspunkter.  
Den moderne danske kirkegård udgør en særlig variant af den moderne kirke-
gård som internationalt fænomen. De moderne, offentlige begravelsespladser i 
Danmark er organiseret i folkekirken og bygger i høj grad videre på de gamle 
kirkegårde. De er karakteriserede ved en høj standard i design såvel som pleje, 
men er også underlagt forandring. Forvaltningerne anses for egenartede, selvom 
de er en del af både kirken og den generelle offentlige grønne forvaltning. Drift 
of forvaltning er i høj grad baseret på rutiner og ad hoc principper på grund af 
områdets særlige institutionelle logikker. Det samme gælder den overordnede 
styring, hvor mange forskelligartede aktører er involveret i initiativer og beslut-
ningsprocesser. Innovation finder sted, men ofte gennem små forandringer. 
Implementeringen af kvalitetsbeskrivelserne er langsom og uafgjort. I forvalt-
ningerne er forvaltningsstørrelse, lokal forandring og individuelt initiativ vigti-
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ge faktorer for processen. Dette tolkes som at kvalitetsbeskrivelserne er væsent-
lig ændring for forvaltningerne, og som ikke passer ind i hidtidige rutiner. Be-
skrivelserne tages dog i brug, fordi de kan bruge i forhold til fremtidige udfor-
dringer. De forholder sig dog kun til et aspekt af kirkegårdens virksomhed, den 
gartnerfaglige driftsstyring. Kvalitetsbeskrivelserne anses for at have en fremtid 
i kirkegårdsforvaltningerne, sandsynligvis med yderligere tilpasning. Imple-
menteringen af kvalitetsbeskrivelserne, så vel som initiativet til og udarbejdel-
sen af dem, kan ses som del af et større innovations- og læringsproces i kirke-
gårdsområdet som reaktion på forandringerne. 
Afhandlingen giver anbefalinger til den fremtidige forvaltning og styring af 
danske kirkegårde, ligesom der bidrages til forståelsen af det moderne kirke-
gårdsbegreb, de danske kirkegårde såvel som diffusions- og innovationsdyna-
mikker i den grønne forvaltning og i mindre grad til forståelsen af organisato-




‘De dødes by spejler de levendes by1’   
The cemetery is a fascinating phenomenon, being part of our life and society 
and yet something different, a different space, a different time, a different pace. 
Similar challenges as in society at large however emerge beyond the cemetery’s 
stable surface. That cemeteries need to be governed seems evident, but yet sur-
prising; “I have never thought of it, but of course” has been a common response 
to the topic of this doctoral thesis.  
My professional interest in cemeteries is grounded in landscape architecture, 
focusing on the physical and dynamic site.  A cemetery is however not just a 
piece of architecture, but also a dynamic organisation dealing with the paradox 
of our existence. It is this perspective I have been privileged to explore further 
in my PhD studies. It has been a long journey with detours and dead ends, but 
also with new sceneries and landscapes, sometimes unexpectedly. It has been a 
journey leading me along many cemeteries and churchyards, but also through 
various communities of researchers as well as practitioners and various fields of 
research and research environments during PhD courses, conferences and other 
activities.  
My PhD studies at the Department of Geoscience and Natural Resource Man-
agement, Section of Landscape Architecture and Planning at University of Co-
penhagen are now concluded with this dissertation. Its topic is the introduction 
of a new maintenance steering tool in Danish national church cemetery admin-
istration, but also more generally cemeteries as dynamic organisational phe-
nomenon and the associated processes of change and innovation. A thesis is 
primarily a research contribution, but I hope it also proves itself useful for the 
practitioners in the field of cemetery administrations, especially by means of its 
recommendations.   
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Recent years have seen debate and concern within Danish cemetery administra-
tions and other stakeholders on the management of cemeteries. This has led to 
various initiatives with analytic and modifying purposes, including a tool for 
maintenance specifications which implementation is the topic of this disserta-
tion.  In 2007, then Forest & Landscape, a department of the University of Co-
penhagen, was commissioned by the Danish Ministry of Ecclesiastical Affairs 
and the union of Danish Cemetery Managers, two influential stakeholders in the 
field of Danish cemetery operation, to conduct a development project. The pur-
pose of the project was twofold: 1) to establish basic facts and 2) to customise 
standard maintenance specification tools from other parts of Danish green space 
management (cf. Lindholst, 2008) for use on national church cemeteries in the 
work with maintenance plans. The main focus of customisation were graves and 
other elements specific for cemeteries, the differences in organisation and cul-
ture from the typical users of such tools and the diversity among the cemetery 
administrations (Guldager et al., 2010a,b). The new maintenance tool (ibid.) 
was introduced in the beginning of 2010.  
 
The implementation of the new tool in Danish cemetery administrations is the 
point of departure for this dissertation. But due to the lack of substantial sys-
tematic knowledge of cemetery management and administration, both in Den-
mark and at large (cf. Wilson & Robson, 2004; Guldager et al., 2008; Woodt-
horpe, 2011), the study also include analyses of the characteristic of cemetery 
management primarily in Denmark. This exercise had the aim of providing a 
framework for the analysis of the tool implementation process. The three major 
fields of research this dissertation rests upon are: 1) cemetery research and the 
wider field of sociology of death and death-studies; 2) green space management 
and the wider field of urban planning, urban greening and landscape architec-
ture; and 3) diffusion and organisational change with the wider field of organi-
sational theory and public administration studies.  
 
Cemetery research is a natural field to dive into, especially when considering 
the special character of cemetery operations and their function in society. Cem-
etery research is a broad field of research where cemeteries and burial grounds 
are the subject of investigation. The field encompasses diverse approaches (cf. 
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ibid.) and has with connections with various other fields, perhaps most notably 
the sociology of death. Many important contributions in the area have been 
published in Mortality, the Journal of the Sociology of Death. The management 
of cemeteries has however only recently received dedicated research attention 
(cf. Woodthorpe, 2011), and the field is only beginning to address national dif-
ferences (cf. Walter, 2005). 
 
Green space management is another relevant field. Cemeteries in general and 
especially Danish cemeteries in particular embody a special type of public 
green space, and the new maintenance tool is built on similar tools generally 
used in the management of other green spaces. The field is closely related to (or 
overlapping with) fields as urban greening and urban forestry (cf. Konijnendijk 
et al., 2005). Main focus is on the green spaces of urban and peri-urban areas, as 
well as on their use and benefits, as well as the managerial and governance as-
pects. The latter are closely related to the general research and theorising in 
public administration and management.  
Green space management is most closely related to cemetery research through 
the interest in cemetery design in landscape architecture. 
 
The process of implementation of the new tool is an organisational phenome-
non. The third field of research in the dissertation thus comprises diffusion 
studies and studies of organisational change, embodying a broad range of ap-
proaches within the wider field of organisational studies. This relates to organi-
sational theory, as well as studies in public administration and management, the 
latter with a connection with the field of green space management.  
 
This study is placed within the emerging, interdisciplinary research field of 
management, governance and planning of cemeteries.  The results of this doc-
toral work will contribute to practice in Danish national church cemetery ad-
ministration, based on a better understanding of the tool and its implementation, 
as well as the general change in the field. But it also contributes to especially 
the fields of cemetery research and green space management. For the latter this 
concerns a contribution to the understanding of the cemetery as a public green 
space and a green space administration, as well as the use and implementation 
of managerial tools. For the former this relates to a contribution to the under-
standing of Danish cemeteries and of the management and governance of ceme-
teries in general. The study also adds – albeit only to a lesser extent - to the 




Empirically this thesis presents the results of studies of selected Danish ceme-
tery administrations, their context within the field of cemetery administration 
and the process of diffusion and implementation of a new tool for cemetery 
maintenance. The study is primarily conducted with an overall qualitative ap-
proach to the material. 
 
Research objectives and assumptions 
The problem that drives this research relates to the complex endeavours to 
develop and disseminate innovations in the field of Danish national church 
cemetery management. These endeavours are made in response to changing 
societal conditions and demands. Particularly emphasis is on the innovation of 
green space maintenance specifications and maintenance plans. More 
generically, the case of cemetery management is an example of the challenge of 
transferring a management or steering tool from another context (in this case 
public green space maintenance).  
 
The research is also spurred by an interest in the supposedly special nature of 
burial grounds, which poses particular managerial challenges as well as 
challenges related to governance, aspect influential on the process of 
implementation and innovation.  
 
The aim with this thesis is thus to follow and analyse the implementation of a 
new maintenance tool, but also to characterise the operation, management and 
governance of Danish cemeteries. This is done in a hermeneutical process 
where understanding of cemetery management provides the basis for 
understanding tool implementation, but where the introduction of a somewhat 
alien tool also provides insight into the dynamics of cemetery administration 
and governance. This leads to the following three main research objectives:     
 Characterise Danish national church cemeteries and their operation, 
management and governance.  
 Describe and analyse the implementation of a new maintenance 
specification tool in Danish national church cemetery administration, 
including factors enabling or impeding tool implementation. 
 Based on the previous two objectives, to develop recommendations for 




The paucity of systematic knowledge in the field of Danish cemetery admin-
istrations necessitates a preliminary explorative approach to the investigations.  
 
The research has been guided by some assumptions regarding the character of 
cemetery management and the implementation of the new tool. The 
assumptions could be considered as hypotheses, and the results of 
investigations would probably validate a discussion of them. But a direct 
confirmation or rejection of these is not necessarily warranted in the character 
of the study. The assumptions include: 
 
 Assumptions concerning the character of Danish cemetery operation, 
management and governance. 
o Cemeteries and burial systems of different countries show 
considerable variation in many ways. However, cemeteries and 
burial systems, at least in a European cultural context, share 
cultural and developmental traits and thus comparison make 
sense. 
o Burial grounds administered by the national church of Denmark 
can generally be regarded as modern cemeteries. 
o Danish cemetery administrations are relatively heterogeneous 
regarding organisational size, structure and culture, especially on 
micro-level. 
o There is a general perception in the field that cemetery 
management differs from the management of other greens 
spaces. This notion is more rooted in cultural perception than in 
differences in the actual operations and functions of things. 
Furthermore, practices of other fields could in principal be 
transferred.  
o Steering of cemeteries is based on tradition than on rational 
choice 
 Assumptions concerning the implementation of the new tool in Danish 
cemetery administrations: 
o Implementation processes are diverse and relatively slow due to 
the complexity and ambiguity of the new tool of quality and 
17 
 
maintenance specification, as well as the heterogeneity of ceme-
cemetery administration at the local level. 
o The effect and outcome of tool implementation is not as 
interesting as the causes of and dynamics associated with it. 
o Implementation of the new tool will be quicker and perceived as 
more smooth in larger administrations than in smaller. 
 
The new tool for maintenance specification 
The new tool for specification of maintenance tasks on Danish national church 
cemeteries is as mentioned based on similar tools developed for other Danish 
green spaces. The background for and development of these are discussed in the 
section on theoretical background. Here we will examine the tool as it stands 
(Guldager et al., 2010a, b). 
 
As mentioned the tool development project was conducted by Forest & 
Landscape, University of Copenhagen, on a commission from key stakeholders. 
Six different cemetery administrations acted as co-operators, providing material 
and participating in workshops (ibid.). 
 
A key feature of maintenance specification tools in general is the division of a 
green space into physical elements with corresponding sets of maintenance 
operations, where both input (materials and work) and outcome (appearance 
and function) can be specified for each element. Figure 1 illustrates the division 
of a small cemetery into elements and Tables 1 and 2 illustrate the standard 
specifications, all according to the maintenance descriptions for cemeteries 
(ibid.).  
 
In relation to the general tools the tool for cemetery maintenance specifications 
has been elaborated with elements concerning graves and the related services 
provided for the next of kin. Figure 2 illustrates the overall typology of graves: 
individual graves with possibility for memorial and individual design, 
communal graves without individual memorials and restricted graves (cf. paper 
I); here lawn burials with possibility for memorial represent the only individual 




The tool is limited to maintenance operations, and other operations related to 
the cemetery site, excluding crematoria operations, cleaning and maintenance of 
buildings, attendance at funeral services and other church activities. 
 
The two volumes that describe the tool focus on appearance and instructions 
respectively, supplemented with a homepage elaborating the procedures of 
implementation and use of the maintenance plan (Kirkeministeriet, 2010; 
Figure 3, cf. Table 1 and 2). Maintenance specifications are supposed to be 
expressed in the maintenance plan, focusing on goals for the appearance as well 
as operational instructions. It is stressed, however, that decisions concerning 
appearance are the joint responsibility of the parish board and professionals, 
whereas operational instructions are a professional responsibility. The 
maintenance plan should be coupled to area information and registration of 
resource consumption, and it should also contain, or at least refer to, strategic 





Table 1: The content of appearance specification for an element. Adapted and 




























 Plants appear healthy and in good 
growth 
 [….] 










Table 2: the content of operation specification for an element. Adapted and translated 








 Establishment of flowers,     one time p.a. 







































Table 3: Overview of specified services related to graves and burials according to 

























Figure 1. Element groups and elements of a cemetery. Not all elements and element 



































Figure 2. The definition of graves according to the new tool. Adapted and translated 
from Guldager et al., 2010a. Elements of graves and grave areas could be individual, 
i.e. the responsibility of the bereaved, or common, i.e. the responsibility of the 
cemetery. Individual graves often have hedging as a common element, but not 
necessarily. Restricted graves are often lawn burials, but also woodlands, perennials 
or ground covers are typical. Green elements are common elements; monuments are 
most often individual elements.    
  
Area with common grave 
Common element: Lawn 
Area with restricted graves 
Individual elements:  
Memorial plates 
 
Common element: Lawn 
Area with  
individual graves 
Individual elements: 
Individual graves (for one 
or more coffins) 
 



















































































2 Theoretical background 
This dissertation is situated at the intersection between three international 
research fields as previously mentioned. The following is a review of relevant 
theories and contributions within these three fields. There is of course some 
diffusion and overlap between especially green space management and the 
wider organisational studies. The present review is structured with a section on 
the cemetery as organisational phenomenon and the dynamics involved 
followed by a section on green spaces and their management. The latter has its 
main focus on maintenance specification tools. The final section focuses on the 
contributions relating to implementation and organisational change. It also 
treats some of the more general trends in public administrations, which are 
closely related to the green space management and the specification tools. 
 
Cemeteries and churchyards 
In an academic context, the term ‘cemetery’ is used in a broad meaning as 
denoting pretty much any burial ground, as well as in a narrow meaning limited 
to specific burial grounds in a specific cultural setting (cf. Rugg, 2000). It is 
furthermore an English term of Italian origin, not always easily transferred to 
other lingual setting. This is also the case for the Danish context of this thesis, 
where ‘kirkegård’ – churchyard – would be the closest associated concept. 
International research and theorisation regarding cemeteries are subsequently 
diverse, and often with cemetery aspects combined with other topics or theories 
(cf. Woodthorpe, 2011), while mostly not addressing the differences between 
nations (cf. Walter, 2005).     
 
At the same time, however, there is a body of research dealing with what we 
could call the modern cemetery, the primary burial grounds for the western 
societies from the Enlightenment. The sources for this are primarily from rooted 
in the Danish and British tradition. 
 
The modern cemetery 
The background for the modern cemetery is the churchyard system in use in 
Christian Europe. It was based on burials in churches and adjacent churchyards, 
was religious in nature, and its organisation was generally based on ad hoc 
principles, where new burials were located on spots not recently used for 
interments (Sommer, 2003; Kragh, 2004; Walter, 2005).  In rural areas this 
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system functioned without major controversy: the churchyard was large enough 
for the family to find a suitable spot for the burial, and adjacent areas were 
often available for enlargements of the churchyard if necessary (Kragh, 2004). 
In urban areas urbanisation and subsequent increasing populations however led 
to increasing numbers of interments. This put the system under pressure, 
especially regarding health concerns (Sommer, 2003; Kragh, 2004; Walter, 
2005), but also in terms of governance and the framing of the deceased, where 
the old system proved to be out of touch with new approaches. 
 
Sanitation of burial grounds was a major argument for the new paradigm. 
Burials were to be done out of town with sufficient space, so that liquids or 
gasses wouldn’t inflict the health of the population (cf. Kragh, 2004). This was 
an important driving force for the establishment of out-of-town cemeteries with 
the outbreak of epidemics being pivotal. This is illustrated, for example, by the 
closure of Les Innocense in Paris 1780 because of leakage, and by the final ban 
on in town burials in Copenhagen 1853 in the wake of a cholera epidemic (cf. 
Kragh, 2004). 
 
The project of the modern cemetery was however more than just sanitary, but 
linked to the enlightenment project with a vider focus on regularisation, 
professionalization, beautification and secularisation (cf. Johnson, 2008) as well 
as a focus on the individual deceased (Sommer, 2003). This could be 
interpreted as the implementation of rational administration (Kragh, 2004; 
Johnson, 2008), but at the same time the cemetery has become the staging of 
the non-existence of the deceased in the modern society, where the spatiality of 
the burial has become important (cf. Sommer, 2000; Sørensen, 2009). The 
conceptions of the ideal cemetery have however changed (cf. Kragh, 2004) with 
an early conception of the nature inspired cemetery and a later period with 
focus on expression of hierarchy and monumentality (ibid.). During most of the 
20th century focus was on equality and modest burials (ibid; Rugg, 2006; 
Francis et al., 2000), and lately the contours have emerged of a fourth discourse 
with focus on individual expression and diversity (Kragh, 2004; cf. Clayden & 






Figure 4. The traditional Danish concept of integrating individual garden-graves in a 
common hedge structure. Photo from Viborg cemetery with funerary chapel and now 
defunct crematoria in the background. 
 
In Denmark the modern cemetery has developed within the context of the 
national church (cf. Kragh, 2004), contrast to most other countries (cf. Walter, 
2005). Most Danish cemeteries are operated by the church parish (Kragh, 
2004). Early Danish cemetery design was characterised by rational sectioning 
and by limiting the beautification aspects to main path-ways etc. (ibid.), but in 
the 20th century efforts to establish aesthetically pleasing cemeteries lead to 
more elaborate designs, with focus on the integration of individual graves in the 
overall design (ibid.; Clayden & Woudstra, 2003; Guldager, 2005). One 
common strategy is the common hedge structure framing individual graves and 
memorials found on most Danish cemeteries, see Figure 4. 
 
Organisational theories of stability, change and innovation 
The literature regarding cemeteries implies the paradox that the cemetery is a 
result of modern Western society’s programme of rationality, while at the same 
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time being characterised by more uncontrolled processes. Under the heading 
organisational theories several relevant theoretical approaches will be reviewed. 
Institutions, sense-making and materiality 
As a frame for understanding the cemetery as an organisational phenomenon it 
is useful to look into Neo-Institutional theory, supplemented with additional 
perspectives from symbolic interaction and considerations of material structure. 
 
Institutions are the generally agreed norms regulating human action in society 
which are not building on rational argumentation, and in that way provide an 
explanatory model for the parts of human behaviour that lie beyond rationality. 
Institutions are durable because they lie as presuppositions for human action in 
the specific situations, but at the same time they are dependent on the conscious 
or unconscious re-enactment of the institution by the actor. When institutions 
cease to be enacted they cease to exist. Moreover, they are often ambiguous and 
open for interpretation (Weber & Glynn, 2006). The institution specifies a 
script for an action or a series of actions which the actor has to interpret into his 
or her situation, and he/she might chose to adapt the script in accordance to the 
situation. These alterations have the capability of altering the institution 
incrementally, but over time change could be substantial. (Ibid; Barley & 
Tolbert, 1997; Meyer, 2008). The institution is not a prediction of action but a 
source for the sense-making in the specific situation. Often institutions thus are 
ambiguous and open to interpretation. 
 
Institutions and subsequent sense-making processes are located at different 
levels. Institutions are found at macro level, in various fields as; professions, 
type of companies or in a society, whereas sense-making processes take place 
on micro level between persons (Barley & Tolbert, 1997). The consequences of 
institutionalisation would often be stabilisation and sometimes lead to 
isomorphism, especially in markets (DiMaggio, 1988). 
 
Institutions of a field will often have a conserving effect on attempts to change 
in organisation within this field, but at the same time intentional change does 
occur, often as a result of agency by key actors despite their embedment in the 
institutions (Battilana et al., 2009). These institutional entrepreneurs seek to 
alter the institutions of the field in order to achieve a desirable future, by 
mobilising other actors and making initiatives to further the cause (ibid.). In this 





From an organisational learning perspective, the institutions in e.g. the field of 
cemetery administrations could be seen as a collective storage of experiences as 
routines (e.g. Levitt & March, 1988). In this perspective routines provide the 
most cost-efficient way of recording experiences. However, routines might lead 
to a competency trap where the organisation is kept in familiar but inadequate 
routines in changing circumstances (Ibid.; March, 1991). In the organisational 
learning perspective the organisations of a field can be perceived as a 
community of learning organisations which tries to adapt to the general 
feedback from the surroundings (Levitt & March, 1988). 
 
In general organisational theories deal with social and ideational dynamics, and 
institutions are easily perceived as social constructs. But there is a growing 
understanding of the dynamics of technical and material aspects (cf. Battilana et 
al., 2009; Callon, 1986; Latour, 1983). Technical and material aspects can be 
used as communication (cf. Barley 1983) and constitute a materialisation of the 
script (Latour, 1991). Technical and material aspects, however, can also be 
interpreted as a limitation for the possible changes to scripts and institutions 
(Callon, 1986; Battilana et al., 2009), making the material circumstances a part 
of the institutional work (e.g. Callon, 1986, Latour 1991). 
 
Public administration, management and governance 
Both cemeteries (at least the Danish ones) and public green spaces are part of 
the wider field of public administration, and the tools for maintenance 
specification of are products of the logics of this context. 
 
The tool for maintenance specification for cemeteries and its predecessor tools 
draw on inspiration from New Public Management (NPM) approaches (cf. 
Lindholst, 2008). NPM represents a public sector reform movement especially 
in Anglo-American and Scandinavian context, addressing the crisis of classic 
public administration (ibid; Osborne, 2006). 
 
In the post-war Western society the bureaucratic model, as most elaborately 
theorised by Max Weber, was perceived as the most efficient way of providing 
neutral and unbiased services through hierarch, rules and professionalism 
(Osborne, 2006). A core tenet is the split between policy making and 
administration, limiting administrations’ duties to the implementation of 
policies (ibid.). In the 1970s and 1980s this approach of classic public 
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administration was heavily criticised, paving the way for the NPM approach, 
which draws on inspiration from private sector management (ibid.). 
 
NPM is not as coherent as classical public administration, but is based on 
different approaches. Management becomes a focus of interest and should 
ideally be conducted at distance from the policy makers to achieve efficiency. 
Management often focuses on control and evaluation of input and output, based 
on a disaggregation of the services into units, often as a basis for a market 
approach based on internal or external contractual relationships (ibid; Lindholst, 
2008). 
 
The NPM approach has been under recent criticism, partly because of its 
limited focus on the policy processes in the public sector and due to an 
alignment of public administration with private manufacturing management, 
missing the character of public service as indeed services (Osborne, 2006, 
2010).  
 
This has led to the introduction of approaches often framed as governance, or 
New Public Governance, as proposed by Osborne (2006). The ‘governance’ 
term is used by some to denote the governmental processes of public 
administration and management (ibid.), by other as referring to the influence of 
non-state actors (Lawrence et al., 2013) or the general structures and processes 
of decision-making in regard to public services, constituting a new discourse for 
public administration that addresses the complexity of the 21st century (ibid; 
Osborne, 2006). The more general approach to governance is of special interest 
for inter-organisational networks, the agency of state as well as non-state actors 
and partnerships hereof, the inclusion of both policy-making as well as 
administration, and regarding the importance of processes on micro as well as 
macro level (ibid; Lawrence et al., 2013).   
 
Implementation and organisational change 
Implementation of the new tool in cemetery administration is an example of 
diffusion of a practice from one organisational context to another; a topic 
studied intensively both theoretically and empirically, but with a variety of 
approaches. Focus can be on organisational factors promoting or impeding the 
implementation of a perceived desirable practice (e.g. Rogers, 2005); on the 
consequences of the enviable differences between the receiving context and the 
donating field and subsequent adaptation of the practice (e.g. Ansari et al., 
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2010); on the role of individual agency within an institutionalised field (e.g Bat-
Battilana et al., 2009); or on the diffusion and adaptation of practices as 









Figure 5. Agency in the change process based on Battilana et al. (2009), in relation to 
the implementation process by Rogers (2003). From paper III. 
 
There is however some agreement on the overall framework for the diffusion 
and implementation process, understood as the process from the identification 
of challenges in the organisation (or field), over the search for suitable new 
practices, various decision processes and adaptations of organisation as well as 
the new practice, with the subsequent implementation and routinized use or 
rejection of the practice. See Figure 5, adapted from the more detailed 
description in paper III. The difference lies however in for example varieties of 
perceptions on decisions as either based on primarily rational choice (e.g. Roger 
2003; cf. Battilana et al., 2009) or as including non-rational logics as well (cf. 
Battilana et al., 2009), or in the complexity and dynamics of the processes. 
 
Classical implementation studies have been criticised for their non-critical 
attitude towards new practices as desirable, and their focus on implementation 
barriers disregarding the wider context wherein the new practice are 
implemented, the complexity of change and the impact of the new practice on 
the overall service (cf. Kousgaard & Thorsen, 2009). The inclusion of non-
rational logics and the complexity and dynamic in some of the theories can be 
seen as a correction to this criticism, which coincides with the development of 
governance approaches to public administration in response to the criticisms of 
NPM approaches. 
 
Public green spaces 
In urbanised societies and as part of the debates about quality of urban life and 
environment, urban green spaces in general have gained increasing research 
32 
 
interest during recent years. There has been broad focus on both the benefits 
provided by green spaces, whether technical or social, on the structures of green 
spaces, and on the social and material processes shaping them, including 
planning and management efforts (cf. James et al., 2009; Bentsen et al., 2010). 
In some developments focus has been on woody vegetation, as in urban 
forestry, in other (e.g. urban greening, green infrastructure planning) non-
woody vegetation has been included (Bentsen et al., 2010). 
 
A rough definition of green space, at least in an urban context, relates to areas 
consisting predominantly of unsealed, permeable surfaces, often with a cover of 
plants whether publicly or privately owned (Randrup et al., 2005; James et al., 
2009). These include both public and private green spaces, where public green 
spaces can be defined both as publicly-owned areas (as e.g. Young 2010) or as 
areas with public access managed for a general purpose.  Hence public green 
spaces can be considered a public good (cf. Young, 2010) which delivers a 
range of environmental, social and cultural benefits (James et al., 2009). 
Public green spaces span from forests over ‘classic’ parks and gardens, to trees 
in the urban environment and to other small green spaces (e.g. Peschardt et al., 
2012), all subjected to planning and management. Public green spaces, 
especially in an urban context, are considered important areas, holding potential 
for raising the attractiveness and value of an area and linked to health and 
wellbeing as well as climate adaptation and other environmental services (cf. 
Konijnendijk et al., 2013). 
 
Cemeteries fall well within the earlier definition of green space, with a possible 
exemption of sites where walled graves, mausoleums and columbaria dominate 
(and thus leaving only few unsealed areas). Cemeteries are furthermore public 
green spaces by definition, in the sense they are open to the public and their 
purpose is one of general service to the local community. 
 
The views of cemeteries vary, however, from inclusion among valuable 
recreational areas (cf. Attwell, 2000; Wingren, 2013) to an association with 
pollutant and undesirable land uses (cf. Nita et al., 2013). 
 
Administration of public green spaces 
The administration of public green spaces framed as management and/or 
governance (cf. James et al., 2009) has had increasing research interest recently, 
with research focus on the aims and means of governance and management (cf. 
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James et al., 2009; Bentsen et al., 2010). Public green space management is part 
of general public administration and management, but differs in its focus on 
biotic processes (i.e. management of plants and animals) (Randrup et al., 2005) 
in a relatively uncontrolled environment and with a rather uncontrolled use by 
the public (cf. Dempsey and Burton, 2012), as compared to other parts of public 
administration. The arrangements of, and approaches to green space 
management vary both on national and international level (cf. Lawrence et al., 
2013). 
 
An essential part of the delivery of public green spaces is their day-to-day 
maintenance. Even though maintenance is technical of nature, its organisation 
of it is embedded in the managerial system of the public green space 
administration. 
 
As mentioned, Danish public green space management has been subject to 
reform initiatives under the NPM-wave, resulting in the development of general 
tools for the specification of the maintenance (Lindholst, 2008). The new 
maintenance tool for cemetery administrations is a customisation of these. The 
development and characteristics of these tools is briefly discussed in paper III, 
but a more comprehensive review of the background follows. 
 
A common feature is the aim to provide a uniform frame for the specification 
and steering of the operational tasks in green spaces within a framework of a 
contractual relationship between the entity responsible for the administration 
and the provider of the maintenance operation, especially when maintenance is 
contracted out. A key feature is the division of a green space into physical 
elements with corresponding sets of maintenance operations, where both input 
(materials and work) and outcome (appearance and function of element or green 
space) can be specified. But the focus and characteristics of the tools has 
changed over time, see Table 4. 
 
In early tools (see e.g. Dam & Holgersen, 1989), the special character of 
horticultural maintenance task was a concern besides standardised specification. 
Horticultural maintenance, with a key role for the dynamics of plantings, is 
highlighted in contrast to the maintenance of abiotic materials, advocating a 
more development-oriented approach matching the design intensions and the 




When public procurement and tendering became more widespread focus shifted 
towards exact and measurable specification of green maintenance operations. 
Juul et al. (1998) presented a standardized tool concerned with the 
quantification of the specifications and especially the means of control. 
 
The focus on measurable descriptions was soon perceived as counterproductive 
for the strategic development of green spaces disregarding horticultural 
dynamics and shifts in user preferences. This led to the Danish ‘Helpark’-
concept with focus on integrative and partnership-based green space 
management (Randrup et al., 2004). Helpark was not conceptualised as an 
alternative to the previous tool of Juul et al. (1998), but partnerships and other 
elements of the approach were seen as a supplement to the specifications and 
the control principles. The underlying approach to the relation between 
contracting entity and contractor, and the nature of the horticultural 
maintenance had however shifted toward a more open and dynamic based on 
partnership, with room for changes and development within the contracting 
period. 
 
Table 4. Characteristics of published Danish green space maintenance description 




























































The new tool for description and specification of maintenance on cemeteries 
(see Guldager et al. 2010a, 2010b) constitutes a customisation of the general 
green space tools to the special situation in cemetery administrations. 
Specifications of elements has been continued from previous tools, but 
elaborated with specifications concerning graves and the related services 
provided for the next of kin, as previously described. The dynamic features of 
green space are highlighted and elaborated, and there is focus on development 
and adjustments of cemetery and maintenance. 
 
Pricing is important, but based on registration of resource consumption. All 
references to control mechanisms and tendering are omitted, reflecting the 
intension of the cemetery tool as an internal tool within the administration. 
 
Maintenance specifications are supposed to be expressed in the maintenance 
plan, focusing on appearance as well as operational specifications. They do 
however stress the decisions concerning appearance as a joint responsibility 
between the parish board and sexton or cemetery manager whereas operational 
instructions are a professional responsibility. The maintenance plan should be 
coupled to area information and registration of resource consumption and 
should also contain, or at least refer to, strategic goals for the cemetery. 
 
The innovation of the new tool for maintenance of cemeteries is part of a longer 
innovation process of combining horticultural professionalism and the 
paradigms of public administration in Denmark. In the initial phases the main 
concern is to define the horticultural service in comparison with similar 
professions dealing with abiotic processes, as construction. Around the 
millennium the relationship between the contracting entity and contractor was 
in focus, concentrating on the exact and measurable specification of tasks and 
means of control – in accordance with the core tenets of NPM. Later work 
concentrated on the strategic development of areas and introduction of user 
involvement and partnerships in the green space management, as an answer to 
the lack of detailed specifications and in accordance with the critique of NPM 
and the thoughts of New Public Governance. The specification tool for 
cemeteries could be interpreted as a customisation of the latter, with a focus on 
dialogue and partnership without a strict division between contractor and 





3 Materials and methods 
Arguments for choosing the methodical approach for an investigation are 
derived from philosophical as well as practical and pragmatic reasons (cf. 
Dahler-Larsen, 2007). The overall approach of this thesis is predominantly 
qualitative and comparative based on case studies, a choice primarily grounded 
in the characteristics of both research questions and the research material. The 
qualitative approach in this connection is to be understood as an approach 
where the research design is flexible. The main research categories are not fixed 
from the onset of the research but develop in a hermeneutical process 
(Numagami, 1998; Dahler-Larsen, 2007). 
 
The field of research in cemeteries and their management, as well as more 
generally into funeral and burial systems is generally believed to be 
underdeveloped and characterized by approaches from different research 
traditions and other research fields (Walter, 2005; Woodthorpe, 2011). 
Moreover, the knowledge of Danish cemeteries and their management is 
fragmented, with little systematic investigation in either concepts or quantities 
and with diverse administrations and diverse interpretations of core concepts 
(c.f Guldager, 2008). 
 
The tool for maintenance specification is also open-ended both regarding its use 
and outcomes, partly to accommodate the heterogeneity of the field and 
subsequent means and needs. The chosen qualitative approach accommodates 
the possible evolvement of the main categories (Dahler-Larsen, 2007), but it has 
further arguments in its favour. Qualitative approaches are more suited to reveal 
the actual causality in individual cases in a heterogeneous field where the 
processes and connections could vary (Gerring, 2007). They also are better 
suited to secure precise definitions of concepts when the conceptualisation in 
the field is heterogeneous, favouring the internal validity of the study (George 
& Bennet, 2005; Mahoney & Goertz, 2006; Dahler-Larsen, 2007). Finally the 
focus of the research questions on internal causation and processes in favour of 
effects and outcomes also calls for a qualitative approach (Mahoney & Goertz, 
2006), as does limited data accessibility (Yin, 1994; Gerring, 2007). 
 
Subsequently the present study takes an explorative approach, where analysis of 
the tool implementation process is intermingled with an analysis of the field of 
Danish cemetery administration as such. A primarily inductive approach is used 
to generate explanations from the empirics and suitable analytical frameworks 
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rather than testing explanations built on theory (cf. George & Bennet, 2005; 
Deming & Swaffield, 2011), in accordance with the general approach of 
qualitative research (Brower et al., 2000). 
 
Cases and strategies 
To study the implementation of the new tool a comparative case study design 
was chosen, comprising a relatively high number of cases (20-25). This high 
number of cases, combined with the aim also to characterise the cemetery 
administrations and their eventual characteristic differences, implies a 
weakening of the internal validity of the study – the more data, the less deep 
analysis (cf. Dahler-Larsen, 2007). The weaknesses of a relative high number of 
cases should however be weighed against the benefits. A few cases could easily 
be special cases, without detection, whereas a higher number makes a better 
foundation for extrapolation to all cemeteries and it increases the likelihood of 
implementation actually happening in some cases.  
 
The cemetery administrations and the implementation process within these were 
initially chosen as the main units of analysis, focusing the analysis to the local 
level. Due to the lack of central information on cemetery administrations, the 22 
cases were selected through a snowballing process, using contacts in the two 
professional associations for sextons and cemetery managers respectively. An 
attempt to recruit cases through the association of parish councils failed. The 
cases were selected to be diverse regarding size, location (both related to 
urbanisation and region of Denmark) and type of cemetery administration 
(sexton or cemetery manager). The administrations were furthermore selected 
on the basis on their willingness to consider the new tool. 
 
The original research design included a characterisation of the cemetery 
administrations, a study of the overall implementation and an in-depth study of 
implementation and use on selected administrations within the framework of 
the 22 cases. But within the development of the inquiries the focus shifted 
toward the management and governance of Danish cemeteries, adding a 
national level of analysis and broadening the international perspective. Due to 
the slow and seemingly complicated implementation processes, a broader 
characterisation of cemetery management and governance was considered more 
relevant in order to broaden the foundation of the understanding of the 




The preliminary results of the case studies both regarding characterisation and 
implementation resulted in a refocus toward the management and governance of 
Danish cemeteries in international perspective. The planned in-depth studies of 
the processes in a few administrations were abandoned as the cause of the 
implementation processes would suggest little implementation activity. It was 
perceived as most appropriate to focus on a solid study of all cases and to 
refocus on the characterisation of the Danish cemeteries and the system they are 
integrated in, devoting resources to an international outlook and analysis of the 
Danish system. 
 
In the final work, paper II is based on the material of the first round comprising 
both numerical and non-numerical data, supplemented with data from another 
six cases. Data was analysed to find general characteristics and to identify 
typologies or groups among the cases, according to the original research design. 
Paper I is the result of the changed focus. It is based on the material of the site 
visits including interviews (supplemented with written material at the national 
level) to analyse the governance characteristics of the Danish cemetery system. 
Finally paper III is based on the material concerning the implementation, 
gathered in the three rounds and comprising primarily interviews and materials 
from the processes. The processes are followed in the cases and categorised. 
 
Concepts and definitions 
When studying organisation in a field characterised by divergent 
understandings and within the intersection of different research traditions, the 
definition of concepts is complex. In the following the use and meaning of 
some the core concepts of the thesis is described. Other concepts are discussed 
where relevant.  
 
The main unit of analysis is the local cemetery administration and the tool 
implementation process herein. ‘Cemetery administration’ is understood as the 
organisation responsible for cemetery operations and management, more or less 
integrated in the church parish organisation. ‘Leading staff’ refers to the sexton 
or cemetery manager and eventually the cemetery assistant. Elected 
representatives are primarily members of parish councils, but also deanery 
boards. The church hierarchy is further described in paper II. 
 
‘Cemeteries’ are generally used as denotation of public burial grounds, initially 
disregarding the secularisation perspectives (e.g. Rugg, 2000). ‘Deceased’ and 
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‘burial’ are used rather than the dead and disposal to acknowledge both practi-
practical and existential aspects surrounding the non-existence of a fellow 
human being.  
 
‘Administration’ is generally used as denotation of the unit responsible for 
operation and management of areas or services disregarding the connotations of 
certain paradigms of management (e.g. Osborne, 2006). ‘Governance’ is 
generally used to denote the decision-making and evaluation processes that 
include but also goes beyond the administration organisation (cf. Lawrence et 
al., 2013). 
 
‘Diffusion’ is used as referring to the more or less coordinated transfer of 
practices and technologies between individuals and organisations in a 
professional field (cf. Rogers, 2003); here the cemetery administrations in 
Denmark as well as the wider green space administration. ‘Implementation’ 
relates primarily for the decision to use the new practice and the subsequent 
efforts to incorporate it in the organisation until its use is routinized (ibid.). 
 
An ‘organisational field’ is a group or network of organisations sharing scopes 
or logics to some degree (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983). ‘Institutions’ denote 
shared logics not based on rational argumentation as used in some 
organisational theories, e.g. Neo-institutionalism (e.g. ibid.). 
 
Data collection 
The case study of the 22 cemeteries was supplemented with an older dataset 
comprising similar key figures, thus adding 5 cases to some of the numerical 
analysis. In addition to the characterisation of administrations and the analysis 
of implementation processes, the cases of cemetery administrations were used 
as basis for the analysis of the Danish cemetery system, but supplemented with 
further written material regarding the Danish system as a case. This material 
consists of judicial material such as laws concerning the operation and 
management of cemeteries, official guidelines and other documents, mainly 
from a Danish context, but also from cemetery systems in other countries. The 
latter were not used for a comparative analysis as such, but as background 
material for the understanding of the characteristics of the Danish system. An 




In the 22 cases data was gathered primarily by semi-structured interviews 
(Kvale, 1998) with key informants in the administrations, i.e. the sexton or 
cemetery manager and a representative of the parish council. Semi-structured 
interviews were chosen to ensure the coverage of all relevant topics and also 
provide space for follow up questions, e.g. to clarify the meaning of previous 
answers or to investigate topics not presupposed by the interview guide.  
Interviews were combined with a questionnaire regarding key figures and basic 
information regarding the administration and its cemeteries, collection of 
relevant and available documents of the administration, including maps of the 
cemetery and site visits. This comprised numerical as well as non-numerical 
data, which resulted in the use of both qualitative and quantitative analysis 
within the 22 cases (Gerring, 2007). Questionnaires and interview-guides are 
included in the appendix. 
 
The material from the 22 cases was gathered in three rounds. The main focus of 
the first round was to collect material describing various aspects of the cases, as 
well as establishing the status of implementations subsequent to the release of 
the new tool. Preceding the first site visit, the questionnaire was sent to the 
administrations. During the visit the key informants were interviewed both 
regarding the operations and management of the cemetery in general and the 
new tool in specific. Furthermore missing or suspicious data in the 
questionnaire was checked, relevant documents retrieved if available and the 
cemetery sites visited. 
 
The second round comprised of telephone interviews with the cemetery 
manager or sexton, mainly focused on the status of implementation of the new 
tool. The third round included site visits with interviews with the cemetery 
manager or sexton. These interviews focused on the implementation and use of 
the new tool, but also included more general questions regarding cemetery 
management. Relevant documents were retrieved, mainly regarding the use of 




Table 5. Overview over empirical inquiries and papers. 

















































































The data was generally interpreted by the tracing of typologies and mapping of 
processes within events and characteristics (and causes). The research approach 
followed was mainly inductive, but analysis was also informed by the findings 
of other studies and the traditional definitions in the field. The different types of 
data were interpreted according to their types. 
 
Numerical data, i.e. the key figures collected from the questionnaire, was 
analysed through statistical methods appropriate for the small number of cases, 
descriptive statistics and cluster analysis (see paper II for a more thorough 
description). The interviews during the visits were recorded and notes written 
during and after the interview. Interviews of the first visits were transcribed 
using Nvivo 8. Notes were written during and after telephone interviews. The 
cemetery sites were examined through the maps provided by administrations, 
areal photos and through the visits of the sites. Together with the written 
material these data was used to establish characterisations, typologies and 
processes (cf. Andersen & Burau, 2007). 
 
To guide the analysis, both regarding choice of focus and concepts, relevant 
theoretical frameworks were explored and used in a somewhat heuristic 
approach, in order to expand from description to explanation (cf. Numagami, 






4 Summary of papers 
The papers contribute to meeting the study’s overall aims, while their respective 
approach and findings also relate to the three strains of research the overall 
project is situated within.  
 
Paper I focuses on the overall perspectives and development of the modern 
cemetery in Denmark and in an international perspective. The work specially 
presents a general characterisation of cemetery operation, management and 
governance from a multi-level perspective. This paper mainly relates to 
research on cemeteries and contributes to the perspective of the cemetery as an 
organisational phenomenon with managerial and administrative implications, as 
well as to the cross-national understanding of the modern cemetery. 
 
Paper II contains a more elaborate description of the sites, operation and 
management of Danish national church cemetery administrations. It focuses on 
local administrations and the variations within the field. The paper contributes 
primarily to the understanding of a special kind of green space which has been 
of little previous interest to general green space research. The analysis of 
cemetery administrations also contributes to cemetery research. 
 
Paper III focuses on the diffusion, implementation and innovation processes of 
the new tool for maintenance specification in the administrations and the wider 
cemetery field. The paper contributes to the study of diffusion and 
organisational change with a study of a special case within the field of public 
administrations. It adds to the understanding of innovation within the 
administration of public green spaces as well as cemeteries. The paper is also 
the dissertation’s main source for the recommendations for Danish cemeteries. 
 
The results of the three papers are summarised below and discussed further in 
relation to the theoretical background in the following section to substantiate 
the final conclusions. 
 
Paper I: Organisation and development of the modern cemetery in 
Denmark 
Paper I takes departure in an increasing need for strategic planning and policy 
of modern cemeteries (with their core function as our society’s burial grounds), 
especially beyond the local level. However, international differences and lack 
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of insight into the processes shaping development are hampering initiatives and 
international inspiration. 
 
Starting from a review of governance aspects of Danish and international 
cemetery research, Paper I looks at current financial and managerial challenges 
experienced at Danish burial grounds. It elaborates a characterisation of the 
Danish burial ground system including core characteristics of burial grounds, 
their development, management and governance. This knowledge, including 
insight in the function of Danish burial grounds within the wider burial system, 
enhances understanding of burial grounds and the dynamics involved in their 
development, management and governance. 
 
Danish national church cemeteries can be regarded as Scandinavian variant of 
secular cemeteries, where the national church propagates the tenets of the 
modern cemetery. This variant is characterised by a pragmatic approach where 
modern cemeteries have evolved ideologically and physically from pre-
enlightenment churchyards, through various initiatives within an overall 
framework of a national church burial system, where local church parishes are 
the local burial authority and responsible for cemetery administration. Within 
this process not only burials of non-Lutheran citizen have been integrated, but 
also natural burial grounds and the cremation movement (the latter through 
crematoria buildings on national church cemeteries, as well as the integration of 
cremated remains in the traditional grave structure). Danish cemeteries are 
furthermore characterised as green spaces of a high standard both in terms of 
design and horticultural maintenance. 
 
The cemetery and governance of cemeteries is characterised by shifting ideas of 
the ideal cemetery and grave, with the current trend going towards individual 
expression and diversity. Another important aspect is the ambiguous and tacit 
nature of burials and burial spaces due to the simultaneously practical and 
existential implications of burials. This leads to the interpretation of the 
cemetery as a landscape of different landscapes due to the simultaneous 
interpretations form different stakeholders, whether their interest in the 
cemetery is emotional, professional, administrative or financial. The modern 
cemetery is not just a site, but rather a collection of intermingled landscapes 
negotiated between individual and organisational actors.  
 
Cemetery governance is locally anchored and network-oriented, involving 
diverse stakeholders. Management and decision-making are often ad hoc, 
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mirroring the complexity and tacit nature of cemetery operation as well as the 
stakeholder’s embedment in social institutions. Planners and decision-makers 
need to take the above into account. 
 
Paper II: The organisation and management of Danish cemeteries 
Paper II takes its departure in the Danish cemeteries being managed by the 
national church as green spaces of high standard and the primary burial places 
for the society. Previous studies, especially in the UK, indicate that cemetery 
management operates with special approaches on the fringe of other public 
service organisations.  
 
To gain a better understanding of cemetery administration in relation to other 
green space administrations, this paper characterises cemetery management and 
in particular different types of cemetery administration in the national church of 
Denmark. The analyses are based on the case study of 22 cemetery 
administrations, where key data about the cemeteries was gathered through e.g. 
42 semi-structured interviews, with additional data from 6 administrations. 
 
The analyses indicate that the Danish cemetery administrations show traits 
similar to those found in previous studies. They are locally governed and 
marginalised from the rest of the local administration; they perceive themselves 
as unlike other administrations; and change is dependent on local initiatives, 
only occurring when necessary, but also with indications that cooperation in 
handling crises in the wider field do happen. Danish cemeteries are categorised 
according to the constructs of urban and rural cemeteries characterised by 
differences in availability of grave types, organisation and approach to the 
cemetery, as well as the conflicting logics of the cemetery as a static or a 
dynamic entity. Furthermore, their categorising can be related to the 
combination of utilisation of the grave areas and the adaptation of the cemetery 
site to local burial needs. This decouples, to some extent, economic 
performance from the efficiency of operation control and links it to strategic 
planning. The special traits of cemetery administration are associated with the 
particular approaches and institutions that surround cemetery administration 
linked to the handling of the deceased. These aspects seem appropriate for 
explaining the dissimilarity of cemetery administration from other public 
administrations and green space management in particular, but further research 




Paper III: Diffusion of a new steering practice in Danish cemetery 
management 
Diffusion of new practices is common in green space management when 
management organisations strive to adapt to a changing organizational 
environment. Examples are the introduction of tendering, self-governing teams, 
or mechanical rather than chemical weed control principles. The ways new 
practices are implemented and adapted are however changing as a consequence 
of different technical, cultural and political characteristics of the management 
organisations and their surroundings. 
 
The introduction of a new green space management steering tool at cemeteries 
of the Danish national church and the associated implementation processes in 
individual cemetery administrations can serve as an example. The tool 
embodies an adaptation of New Public Management-influenced practices 
developed in Danish green space management during the past decades.  A 
specific quality description tool for cemeteries was developed and partially 
implemented by the sector as a response to a management crisis concerning 
finances in in the church. 
 
Empirical material derives from a longitudinal study of the implementation 
process in 22 national church cemetery administrations, from initial 
presentation of the system and through the following three years. 
 
The findings suggest that the introduction of the tool is an introduction of a 
divergent change in the cemetery administrations, challenging prevalent tacit 
and ad-hoc practices. Implementation processes are complicated and open-
ended, and the lack of fit between tool and cemetery administrations demands 
considerable adaptations of both. Only in two administrations has the 
implementation process resulted in routinized use of maintenance plans. The 
new tool has however only been rejected on a minority of cemetery 
administrations despite these difficulties; the tool is offering functions in need 
because of emerging challenges of the cemetery field.   
 
The new tool is thus likely to be part of future cemetery management, as part of 
the larger innovation process in the field. However, the form and extent of use 
are dependent on many factors, one of which is the institutional entrepreneurs 
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actively seeking to modify the institutional set-up of the field. The analysis un-
underscores the otherness of cemetery administrations in relation to other green 
space management. This probably relates to the different organisational set-up 
with smaller units and less professionalization, as well as different institutional 






The three papers provide answers to especially the first two study objectives. 
Paper I and II offer insight into the characterisation of Danish cemeteries, with 
the special characteristics and paper III deepens the understanding of the 
dynamics especially of change. Paper III provides knowledge on the 
implementation process, while both paper I and II broaden the understanding of 
this process.   
 
Characterisation of Danish cemeteries and their operation, 
management and governance 
The two first papers provide insight into the characteristics of Danish national 
church cemeteries. First they are indeed modern cemeteries, but in a special 
Scandinavian interpretation where the tenets of the modern cemetery have been 
implemented on the churchyards in gradual change. There is a detectable 
distinction between rural and urban cemeteries, which might be interpreted as 
slower implementation of the modern cemetery outside urban areas.  
 
Local administration is based on ad hoc approaches generally with little 
tradition for strategic planning. The field is also characterised by various 
stakeholders that are more or less organised. The wider governance processes 
are concentrated on the local processes but also on more general initiatives 
among the various stakeholders in the wider field. There is a general tendency 
to stability in administration, but change does occur as adaptation to changing 
circumstances as the intentional action of influential stakeholders. There is 
evidence of emerging changes in both structures and approaches in the 
administrations, thus changing their overall characteristics. 
 
The modern cemetery is a burial ground, at first glance a place, a green space 
for the interment of the dead and thus not complex. But a closer look reveals 
much higher complexity. The cemetery is a place for disposal, but also for the 
burial and the final resting place, making it both a practical and an existential 
place. This links to the paradox of our own existence, as Sommer (2003) points 
out. Cemeteries are used for burials by the bereaved, including the maintaining 
of the grave, as a spatial location of the person ceased to exist (cf. Rugg, 2006; 
Sørensen, 2009). This use of the cemetery would of course also be shaped by 
the existential belief of individuals, especially concerning what happens in 
relation to the death of a person, the eschatology (cf. Hadders, 2013), but also 
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more general trends concerning the ‘ideal’ design and use of the cemetery (cf. 
Kragh, 2004). But use is also shaped by the organisational logics of the modern 
cemetery, its regularisation, professionalization, sanitation and secularisation. 
The implication of this is that the cemetery also embodies an administration to 
secure the proper implementation of the ideal cemetery, an aspect not yet well 
developed, at least not in the Anglo-American and Scandinavian literature.  
 
The administrative aspects of the cemetery are implicit to this study, but the 
empirics of the first two papers do support the following notion: the location of 
the deceased and the relation between the users/bereaved the cemetery 
administration and its employees are regulated judicially and financially at both 
national and local level. In this context, the professional administrations use 
resources for maintaining the cemetery ideal. However, study of Danish 
cemetery administrations does not reveal a picture of an intentional 
(continuous) implementation of a formulated cemetery ideal. The emerging 
picture is rather one of administrations often maintaining practices implemented 
maybe long ago, and adapting these to current needs and circumstances. 
Moreover, the ideals of the modern cemetery seem not well defined but change 
over time, as described by e.g. Kragh (2004). Ideas are rather a collection of 
different notions relating to aspects of the cemetery operation, such as the ideal 
of perpetual rest or the ideal of efficient administration. 
 
Dealing with the burials is part of this, where dealing with the users becomes 
implicit and based on general expectations and material signs, as described for 
American funeral homes by Barley (1983). In funeral homes and on cemeteries, 
both death in general and the death of a loved one are dealt with sensitivity and 
according to the expectations of the users.  
 
The picture of the modern cemetery as the rational way of dealing with death in 
modern society (cf. Johnson, 2008) does not represent the full truth, as not only 
rational considerations are in focus. To analyse this further the cemetery is here 
interpreted in the light of strands of organisational theory. 
 
First the modern cemetery will be discussed as an institution in light of neo-
institutional theory. It is reasonable to interpret the modern cemetery as an 
institution in this sense; despite differences nationally and locally there are 
some core ideals of the cemetery which are sought implemented throughout the 
Western world, and which makes international theorising reasonable (cf. 
Focault 1997; Sommer, 2003; Johnson, 2008). The institution of the modern 
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cemetery has evolved, cf. the four paradigms of Kragh (2004), where the latest 
change from the simple and modest graves of the post-war cemetery to more 
individual and elaborate graves took place in the eighties (ibid.).  
 
The Sense-making perspective offers insight into local (and national) 
differences where local administrators and users have to interpret the script of 
the institution (tradition and/or ideal) in the light of what is meaningful in the 
situation. This results in considerable differences, e.g. this partly explains the 
differences between the English and the Scandinavian systems. In Denmark, the 
institution of the cemetery is interpreted in a situation where the coincidence of 
church, state and people was strong throughout the 19th century. 
 
The irrational and conformist character of cemeteries and their administration 
could be interpreted as being the consequences of a very strong 
institutionalisation due to the function as burial grounds. This strong 
institutionalisation had led to heterogeneity because the institutions are 
interpreted locally by the actors in relation to the situation and subsequently 
altered. This leaves the administration of the modern cemetery guided primarily 
by customs and the adaptation of the existing, despite the rational logic of the 
ideal cemetery.  
 
But from the empirics of especially paper I, as well as the study of the 
materiality of cemeteries (cf. Woodthorpe, 2011; Sørensen, 2009; Wingren, 
2013), the work of Barley (1983) and the funeral homes, we are reminded that 
the materiality of death and cemeteries are also important, both in 
communicating the ideal of cemeteries and burials, but also as a material reality 
that is changing or resisting change in spite of ideals. The problem of old 
cemetery land, where the design is not congruent with current use and ideas of 
use is one example, as described in the cluster analysis of paper I, but also e.g. 
the outdated Victorian cemeteries (Rugg, 2006). The differences of the 
development of the post war cemetery in Denmark as hey-day and England as 
decline could be interpreted as a result of the differences in financial situation. 
The financial realities could again be consequences of old policies, as the ban 
on re-use of graves in the English case (ibid.), or shifting patterns for the use, 
partly due to the shifting paradigms as in the emerging situation in the Danish 
case.    
 
This leads to the interpretation of the cemetery as different landscapes as 
proposed by e.g. Woodthorpe (2011), and in line with the notion of the 
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cemetery as a heterotopy by Focault (1997), a place for the deceased, which is 
set aside from the normal life, and which are capable of co-ordinate a number of 
spaces, otherwise incompatible. The landscape is a physical place, but 
perceived by a person, a subject, and thus ascribed function and meaning. The 
cemetery is both a practical landscape, e.g. a landscape of disposal, with 
environmental and sanitarian implication, but at the same time it is also an 
emotional landscape tied to eschatology, cultural heritage or identity. This is 
underpinning the complexity and also ambiguity of the cemetery, because it 
contains meanings and functions of various and often subjective character 
within a distinct physical space. The consequence of this is a cemetery 
landscape consisting of intermingled landscapes of meaning and function with 
sometimes conflicting values, complicating the implementation of policies (cf. 
Woodhorpe, 2011) but also the very process of policy making. The 
contemporary cemetery is not one ideal landscape and the realisation of this, as 
earlier versions as framed by e.g. Loudon (Johnson, 2008), but the result of the 
(partial) implementation of various ideal landscapes and resistance of old 
landscapes over the cause of time.  
 
Governance, management and operation of cemeteries, in Denmark and 
elsewhere, are very much characterised by these processes; by a high degree of 
institutionalisation and local sense-making. This leads to the otherness of 
cemetery administration, because of the implicit and complex dynamics – not 
because cemeteries are of a different nature than other realms of society, but 
because the prominence of death makes the institutional aspects of 
administration much more prominent. Cemetery administrations are as assumed 
in the background of the thesis perceived to be different than other 
administrations. This is a perception, but very much based on the core function 
as burial ground and the implications of this. 
 
This implies that planning and reform are likely to meet resistance in ‘how 
things are’, and it is difficult to take all aspects within consideration, thus 
potentially leaving out important institutions or material realities. The processes 
shaping the cemeteries are not so much analysis, policy making and 
implementation, but rather comprise complex processes within a network 
between actors, institutions and material realities at both the local, national and 
international level. It could be suggested that the actors who are most influential 
are those who understand this. The increasing necessity of development and 
innovation is however implied by the various challenges experienced regarding 
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cemeteries in especially urbanised society (Husein & Rugg, 2003; Nita et al., 
2013). 
 
Danish cemeteries are widely acknowledged as green spaces of high quality (cf. 
Attwell, 2000), even though this is not the case in other countries (cf. Nita et al., 
2013). The cemetery administrations are subsequent public green space 
administrations, also implied by the adaptation of a horticultural maintenance 
specification tool. But the Danish cemeteries are special green spaces due to 
their function and the associated institutionalisation. 
 
Implementation of the maintenance specification tool 
Maintenance tool implementation is described and analysed in paper III, where 
the mainly inconclusive processes are interpreted as a consequence of the new 
tool being a divergent change introduced in the field of cemetery 
administration. Furthermore three major overall factors were found to be 
influential in the implementation process: 1) size, understood as the technical 
characteristics of local administrations and their similarity or dissimilarity with 
the administrations the tool has diffused from, 2) changes in circumstances 
experienced locally, and 3) social institutions regarding cemetery operation and 
administration and the agency to overcome this. All three are related to the 
degree of fit or misfit between the new tool and the administrations.  
 
The size of cemetery administrations as a factor influencing the implementation 
process could be interpreted as indicative of the technical differences between 
the cemetery administrations and the primarily municipal green space 
administrations where the original maintenance specification tools are used. 
Here the differing size of administrations is providing rather different contexts 
for the use of the tool. The tool originates from tools for use in larger, 
municipal organisations (Lindholst, 2008) implying that the tool may offer a 
better fit for larger more complex maintenance tasks. Earlier versions of the tool 
(e.g. Dam & Holgersen, 1989) were aimed at smaller private organisations, but 
as the mean of specification within a contractual relation between contractor 
and contracting entity. In this sense the systems are, in a public administration 
setting, specifications in accordance with the tenets of New Public Management 
thoughts, but then adapted to the biotic nature of horticultural maintenance. The 
implication is that the misfit between the average traditional Danish cemetery 
administration and the new tool is not primarily the organisational size, even 
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though it might play a role, but rather the lack of a contractual relationship 
within the administration. There could also be an explanation in extensive 
specifications not being needed for the contractual relationship that do exist 
between cemetery administration and parish council; the maintaining of status 
quo. (This is an approach not isolated to cemetery organisations (cf. Levitt & 
March, 1988), but possibly used to a higher extent in this context.) 
 
It could also be argued, with the general critique of NPM approaches (cf. 
Osborne, 2006), that the standardised approach to production in the tool is at 
odds with the characteristics of cemetery operation with focus on the experience 
of the bereaved. This is however to some degree taken into consideration in the 
new tool, with an emphasis on the dynamics in the management of the cemetery 
between the maintenance plan and the strategic planning for the cemetery, 
inspired by the later development in the general tools (cf. Randrup et al., 2004). 
The tool is implicit for use in an organisation with on-going consideration of 
the development and dynamic of the cemetery and subsequent practices for 
collection of relevant information and continuous decision-making – a 
considerable misfit with traditional cemetery administration. 
 
Then there are the technical misfits that are more prevalent with decreasing 
administrations size: lack of knowledge on the practices of a more dynamic 
management, lack of updated information and information systems as a 
prerequisite for this, and smaller budgets for tool acquisition.   
 
Change is the second factor identified in paper III. Where technical factors are 
associated with misfit, change is associated with the fit between the new tool 
and the cemetery administrations. As discussed the modern cemetery represents 
a history of change and adaptation, but also of stability and resistance to 
change. The processes of change experienced at Danish cemeteries are complex 
and interrelated. Some of the main aspects are however the weaker financial 
situation (cf. Kirkeministeriet, 2007) but also the changes burial patterns 
leading to a more complex cemetery and obsolete cemetery land (paper II), 
changes in demographics including urbanisation and centralisation (Paper I), 
the influx of new managerial logics also in the church administration (cf. Evald 
& Freytag, 2007), and the overall technical context for the operational practices. 
 
Building on the analysis of paper III, these changes do challenge traditional 
practices in cemetery administration. Administrations have to adapt from a 
stable situation with a relatively uniform cemetery and slow and incremental 
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change to a situation which is more dynamic and diverse. The new tool, and 
especially the managerial practices implicit in it, is a relative match for this 
situation. The tool provides a means for the specification of operational details 
hitherto only defined by the institution of the seemly cemetery. Subsequently, 
the tool represents a means of documentation, dialogue and decision-making 
within the administration and beyond, both in relation to the wider church 
hierarchy as the deaneries, as well as the users. The new tool has limitations as 
a fit to emerging change because of the limitations of maintenance specification 
as not making explicit the core burial services and its existential implications 
neither the implications of strategic development or the administrative 
practices. 
 
The tool is interpreted as a divergent change in the field of cemetery 
administrations (paper III) that is the practices implicit in the tool are radically 
different from current administration practices, making adaptation necessary in 
tool implementation rather than relying on incremental adjustments of the 
administrations (cf. Rogers, 2003; Batilana et al., 2009). This potential radical 
adaptation of the administrations is potentially costly and its outcome uncertain 
(cf. March, 1991). This results in the administration postponing implementation 
and maintaining current practices. However, exploitation of previous practices 
might be suboptimal leading to a competency trap (ibid; Levitt & March, 1988). 
In the situation emerging for Danish cemetery administrations, it seems 
reasonable that organisational knowledge stored in routines is not sustainable 
and a search for new practices necessary. Moreover, an increased activity of 
registration and reflection is necessary.  
 
This leads to the last important factor in the implementation processes 
according to paper III, of institutionalisation and agency. Processes are often 
shaped by the knowledge, position and vision used by key actors to influence 
the implementation processes. This could both be as institutional entrepreneurs, 
aiming at changing the institutionalised practices, or as to preserve existing 
practices (cf. Battilana et al., 2009). This perspective could be expanded to the 
general development of the modern cemetery, where individuals often are 
instrumental in the changes of practices (cf. Kragh, 2004; Johnson, 2008). It is 
however important to remember that these influential actors is embedded in the 
institutional field and thus have not transcended the processes of 




The future of the tool and the national church cemeteries 
One of the objectives of the thesis is to provide recommendations for Danish 
national church cemetery administrations in the Perspectives section. The 
recommendation will however rest on assumptions on how the future for 
Danish cemeteries is expected to look. If development is slow with minor 
consequences, the need for novel practices will be minor and the general use of 
the tool within the field of cemetery administrations will be unlikely because of 
the costs associated with the major adaptations of the administrations practices 
necessary.  
 
The processes of change are however likely to continue. Major financial 
challenges lie ahead, with the consequences of falling membership-rates in the 
church not fully visible (Kirkeministeriet, 2007) and the negative consequences 
of urbanisation for some rural areas in Denmark yet to be seen (cf. Madsen et 
al., 2010; Andersen et al., 2011). This makes it likely that the typical rural 
cemeteries, village churchyards, will be divided in a group evolving into 
expanding suburban or peri-urban cemeteries in areas under urbanisation and 
another group of declining rural cemeteries in marginalised areas (cf. Madsen et 
al., 2010). This tendency is implied in the three papers, where a group of urban 
cemeteries are previous rural cemeteries in suburban settings, with a group of 
rural cemeteries near the urban centres holding potential to merge into this 
group, whereas other rural cemeteries experience decline and financial 
problems. 
 
Another aspect is the change in the overall paradigm or institution of burials 
and graves, with emphasis on individual expression, making the cemetery and 
its administration more complex and potentially dynamic than the previous 
paradigm of equality and uniformity. But also e.g. the changing paradigms for 
public administration (cf. Osborne, 2006) would add to the complexity.  
 
The likely future of Danish cemetery administrations is one that will promote 
the use of the tool and subsequent maintenance plans, but as discussed it this is 
not a comprehensive solution to the challenges ahead, as it only addresses some 
aspects of the cemetery and its administration. Horticultural maintenance and 
management is an important part of Danish cemeteries, and the learning of, and 
diffusion from general green space administration is reasonable when change is 
necessary. The focus should be less on implementation in its classic 
understanding (cf. Borum & Christiansen, 2006) and more on innovation and 
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learning, due to the needed adaptation of the new practises as well as the admin-
administrations. But maybe more important is implementation, or rather 
learning, of new overall logics of administration, logics and practices already 
introduced but emerging in the general Green space management (cf. Lawrence 
et al., 2013). 
 
What lies ahead is a learning or innovation process involving the practices of 
the new tool, but transcending beyond this into the innovation of new 
governance practices. This learning process shall necessarily be addressed in 
the administrations, at parish level, but also on inter-organisational level, due to 
the structural changes going beyond the parish borders, and necessitates the 
involvement of other stakeholders than the employees and the parish board. 
Important in this learning process would also be the material and financial 
constraints which, together with the institutional resistance in the cemetery 
field, and the complex character of the cemetery and its landscapes, would be 
shaping the processes as previously discussed. 
 
In this process there will be reflection, explicit descriptions and discussion, 
probably initiated by institutional entrepreneurs and other main actors 
(Battilana et al., 2009). The prospects of on-going change would imply more 
deliberate and less tacit management practices. It could however be suggested 
that the high tendency towards institutionalisation will make it likely that after a 
period of innovation and explicit discussion, a new period of relative stability 
will emerge with the new knowledge of contemporary cemetery management 
and governance being embedded in institutions and routines. This has been the 
pattern of the modern cemetery until now. Whether the pattern will be repeated 
only time will tell. 
 
Recommendations for Danish cemetery management and governance should 
concern the use and adaptation of the new tool and its practices, but also 
address the changes and challenges and the subsequent innovation process. 
 
Methodological considerations 
A qualitative approach was initially chosen for the study, mainly based on 
practical considerations regarding the availability of data and to some degree 
the character of the phenomenon studied, where the course of the 
implementation processes was not known from the onset, rather than based on 
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an epistemological stance (cf. Dahler Larsen, 2007). Looking back, the choice 
for a qualitative research approach seems appropriate due to the tacit and 
ambivalent character of both use and administration of cemeteries, which make 
it difficult to establish and quantify parameters for a quantitative study of a 
practice with a broad scope as the new tool (cf. ibid.). But the dynamic of the 
processes, institutionalisation and sense-making, also makes a quantitative 
approach less efficient, especially on the micro-level of individual 
administrations, where events are dependent not only a range of factors but also 
the perceptions of these. 
 
In the aftermath of the study the assumption is that there is no a priori structure, 
but that social constructs are often stable enough to be theorised within some 
limits of time and place (cf. George & Bennet, 2005 p.127ff). The more 
changeable circumstances are the narrower the limits. The processes in 
cemetery administrations are very much social constructs, but the circumstances 
are not just social, but also material, both in regard to the cemetery site and the 
technical and economic constraints, and the inclusion of these seems important 
(cf. Battilana et al., 2009). Social and material constructs are different 
phenomena - e.g. the publication of a study of social dynamics is likely to 
impact these dynamics (cf. Numagami, 1998) - and are subsequently studies by 
different approaches. But their interaction in real world processes should be 
taken into account. 
 
The chosen heuristic and dynamic approach was necessary in order to follow 
the empirics toward the important aspects and perspectives of the study. But 
this approach also holds the risk of the study sliding and loosing focus. The 
choice of a longitudinal study of the actual implementation process rather than a 
post hoc study is part of this picture. The actual events in the administrations 
could only be anticipated from the beginning of the study, leaving many 
questions regarding methods and data open throughout the study. But on the 
other hand the ad hoc approach gives access to the actual thoughts and 
opinions, and not the memories or rationalisations of them. 
 
Choice and use of theories 
The study employs a rather broad range of theories and more or less theoretical 
literature, as well as empirical studies from different research fields. The 
literature on cemeteries might be the most broad comprising a wide range of 
theoretical approaches from various fields of study. But also the various 
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organisational studies from the organisational theories to theories more specific 
to public administration, diffusion and innovation and organisational change as 
well as the literature on public green spaces has variations.  
 
This could be interpreted as a weakness because of the lack of theoretical rigor. 
But it could also be interpreted as the mean to make a comprehensive analysis 
of the setting for the implementation of the new tool, and of the governance of 
cemeteries, by including theoretical contributions capable of forming part of an 
explanation of the empirics.  
 
The use of an international cemetery literature for the characterisation of Danish 
cemeteries in spite of the considerable, but undeveloped national differences, is 
an example. Here general theorisation, often from another national context is 
used to explain the empirics creating new input to the general theorising.    
 
Other important results of the study are the importance of non-rational social 
processes, the dynamic of institutions and sense-making, also within the 
administration of cemeteries, and the implementation of new practices (cf. 
Borum & Christiansen, 2006; Battilana et al., 2009), including technical and 




Case selection through a snowballing process is absent from a classical research 
design approach, but seems sufficient. A number of relevant cases were selected 
from which it was possible to establish typologies and to explain processes and 
outcomes. The rather high number of cases was substantiated by the known 
diversity of the field, where it seems reasonable to assume that important types 
within the field are found, within the limits of the selection criterion – no 
cemeteries with no interest in the new tool whatsoever were selected. But the 
study was not of the dynamics of cemetery administration becoming interested 
in the tool, but rather in tool implementation. 
 
It seems reasonable that, as far as the dynamics of the cemetery administrations 
could be transferred to other administrations, the conclusions are transferrable. 
The cases studied could obviously have been recruited among the more 
progressive cemetery administrations; we don’t really know. However, for the 
study of the implementation process and the barriers to it these are the relevant 
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cases, and on the other hand there is no reason that more reluctant administra-
administrations operates with substantially different processes. The 
circumstantial changes are general for cemeteries whether part of the study or 
not. 
 
One of the side-effects of the snowballing process is the risk of recruiting of 
cemetery administrations with prior relations and subsequent risk of co-
dependence (George & Bennett, 2005). The issue of co-dependence is less of a 
concern in the more qualitative and interpretive approach, and the examples of 




The strategy for data collection was rooted in the qualitative approach, where 
collection was to some degree altered due to the course of the study, sensitive to 
the development in the subject of study. In this study this is the case of the 
changed strategies for visits at the cases, the use of semi-structured interviews 
and the eventual inclusion of supra-administrative material for the analysis of 
the governance of cemeteries. 
 
Some of the main strategies for data collection were the site visits and the use 
of questionnaire and interview guides, both found in the appendices. The 
questionnaire, aimed at the lead employee, was rather detailed in order to 
establish a connection between graves and elements and the use of resources, 
and to accommodate different setups for site, graves and resources steering 
locally. The answers, even after follow up at the site visits were however 
incomplete, only giving way to more overall key figures.  
 
The first interview guides for both lead employee and elected member were 
encompassing a number of topics related to cemetery operation and 
management, in addition to the tool for maintenance specification and its 
implementation. The open nature of semi-structured interviews demands a high 
degree of discipline, both in keeping the interview(ee) on track and in deciding 
on when and how to pursue new aspects, etc. But at the same time semi-
structured interviews offer the possibility to pursue the special characteristics of 
the individual case, while still in a frame of the important topics. Late 
interviews were also semi-structured, but more focused on the implementation 





The data was analysed in different ways, according to the character of the data, 
including statistical methods. The overall approach was to find typologies in 
characteristics and processes (cf. Andersen & Bureau, 2007). Through the use 
of the theoretical framework the descriptions were elaborated into explanations. 
This is of course did not result in new general theories and does not fit into the 
classical theory building/theory testing approach, having the capability of 
shaping the future dynamics in the field (cf. Numagami, 1998; Brower, 2000). 
 
The role of the researcher 
In this study the researcher has not just been an neutral observer, both in regard 
to the epistemological implications of the qualitative approach, but also an 
employee at a research institution previously involved in research and 
development in relation to the national church cemeteries (cf. Thuesen, 2003), 
an even as participant in some of these projects (Guldager et al., 2008, 2010a, 
2010b). This implies some challenges in regard to be aware of potential 
unrealised biases from the researcher, as well as from the informants in the 
cases. However the advantages of prior knowledge of the field, and the value of 
representing a respected actor in the field should not be underestimated. 
 
From a qualitative research perspective the researcher would anyway be part of 
the social field the research takes place in, and would interpret it from his or her 
point of view (Georges & Bennett 2005, p 127ff; Borum & Christiansen, 2006). 
And the conclusions of the research would also potentially be shaping the future 
processes (Numagami, 1998). 
 
Strengths and weaknesses of the study 
The qualitative approach is a general strength of the study, ensuring a more 
comprehensive analysis covering relevant aspects. But the analysis could have 
been expanded further by including reluctant cemetery administrations, as well 
as representatives from the ministry and deanery level within the administrative 
hierarchy and possibly other stakeholders. This would however either have 
required further resources for the research or stretched the analysis out (cf. 
Dahler-Larsen, 2007). The analysis of the single cases could have been more in 
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depth, but again with the loss of the comparative element or excluding the in-
inclusion of other levels of analysis.  
 
A strength of the study is the inclusion of the material and economical aspects 
of social processes in the organisations with potential for further studies – 
providing an enhanced understanding of not only the innovation processes in 
Danish national church cemetery administrations, but also the understanding of 
the modern cemetery as phenomenon with implication for public green spaces 
and public administration as well. One aspect of this is a perception of 
implementation processes as being more dynamic and complex (c.f. Borum & 
Christiansen, 2006; Battilana et al., 2009). 
 
The qualitative approach of the study does put limitation on the application of 
the contribution, not because it lacks external validity as such, but because the 
nature of social processes gives limitations. The explanation of characteristics 
and processes could be contested by further analysis and the processes change. 
The contribution however provides a more substantial understanding of the 
situation and processes in the Danish cemetery administration and could be 
used to inform further initiatives, as well as further research whether qualitative 
or quantitative. The inclusion of broader theoretical perspectives especially 
regarding organisational processes, but also regarding cemeteries, is 







The two first objectives of the dissertation, i.e. 1) the characterisation of Danish 
cemeteries and their operation, management and governance and 2) the 
description and analysis of the implementation of the new tool in Danish 
cemetery administrations, with focus on including factors enabling or impeding 
tool implementation, are met through the three papers and the further discussion 
in the thesis. The third objective, to develop recommendations for management 
and governance of Danish cemeteries, has not been directly addressed in the 
papers, but it is elaborated in the discussion of the future of the tool and the 
Danish cemetery administrations. Conclusions are described in the following, 
with recommendations for Danish cemetery administrations and other 
stakeholders in the perspectives. 
 
Characterisation of Danish cemeteries and their operation, 
management and governance 
The characterisation is divided into four sections, the characterisation of 1) 
Danish cemeteries and 2) their operations, 3) management and 4) governance. 
 
Characteristics of Danish cemeteries 
Danish cemeteries, as other cemeteries, are complex, even if they may come 
across as simpler at the surface. The cemetery is, like all burial grounds, a place 
for disposal but also for the acts and perceptions surrounding our own existence 
and mortality, both important aspects of the cemetery’s function as the last 
resting place in modern society. Complexity furthermore concerns the 
organisation of the cemetery’s administration with professional, judicial and 
economical aspects, as implied by the regularisation, professionalization, 
beautification and sanitation aspects of the definition of the modern cemetery.  
 
The cemetery, in Denmark and elsewhere, can be defined as the expression of 
various coexisting interpretive landscapes, in the sense it is a physical space and 
a perceived space, where the latter is not as easily defined and agreed upon as 
the former subsequent its subjective nature. The consequence of this is a 
cemetery landscape consisting of intermingled landscapes of meaning and 




The Danish cemetery constitutes a special interpretation where cemeteries are 
administered by the national church, and has evolved from the old churchyards 
and included cremation as well as natural burial tendencies. The cemeteries are 
characterised by high standards in design and horticultural maintenance, due to 
hitherto sufficient finances. Danish cemeteries are, rightfully, perceived as 
public green spaces with special qualities. Due to changes in burial patterns and 
other societal changes excess capacity and unused grave-types has been and 
emerging trend on many cemeteries. 
 
Characteristics of Danish cemetery operations 
A main part of the operation of Danish cemeteries is related to their function as 
green spaces, the horticultural maintenance. But equally important is the 
function as burial ground, with the implications this has for the organisation of 
the work and the service provided to users. Operations are generally based on 
routines, tacit knowledge and local interpretation. 
 
Characteristics of Danish cemetery management   
The management of Danish cemeteries are based on a high degree of routines 
and tacit knowledge due to their high institutionalisation – subsequently making 
the innovation of cemeteries rather complex. The cemetery administrations in 
Denmark are relatively small organisations, and while part of both the national 
church organisation and the wider field of public green spaces they are 
perceived as special to both. There are differences between rural and urban 
cemetery administrations in Denmark, especially regarding size of organisation, 
types of graves and approach to cemetery administration. These differences 
could be interpreted as indication of a delayed implementation of the modern 
cemetery as concept in rural areas. 
 
Characteristics of the governance of Danish cemeteries 
The governance of Danish cemeteries, the processes and structures of decision-
making involving stakeholders outside as well as in the administrations, is 
subject to the same characteristics as operation and management of tacit routine 
and institutionalisation. Many themes are important for the function of 
cemeteries, and thus for policy-making, but also complex and interrelated, 
making decision-making on all levels difficult. A divergent network of 
stakeholders, locally as well as nationally are involved in the complex processes 
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concerning the cemeteries, the users and their preferences significant.  The pro-
processes often occur on local level with incremental change.  
 
Cemeteries in Denmark and elsewhere, however, face emerging changes due to 
societal development, which has led to an emerging recognition of the need to 
address the dynamics of cemeteries through strategic decision-making. This 
necessitates innovation not only at administration level, but in terms of general 
governance of cemeteries and burial grounds. 
 
Description and analysis of implementation of the new tool 
The practices embodied by the new tool are however divergent from the 
traditional, ad-hoc practices of the cemetery administrations and the 
institutionalised logic of a stable cemetery. The introduction of the tool thus 
represents a divergent change in cemetery administrations. This misfit causes a 
slow and indeterminate implementation processes, partly because of the need 
for adaptation of both new and old practices. 
 
The new tool for maintenance description is part of the reaction by the field to 
the experienced changes, based on an adaptation of practices from related 
fields.  
 
The tool and the further managerial and governance practices associated with its 
use are however aligned with the perceived solution to the managerial 
challenges due to the experienced changes. The tool itself addresses however 
only one aspect of the challenges, i.e. the steering of horticultural maintenance, 
thus only implying new more overall practices for management and governance 
of cemeteries, and leaving other aspects unaddressed. 
 
The implementation of the tool is often furthered by factors as increasing size of 
administration because of subsequent characteristics, the presence of change 
experienced locally, but also by the agency of key stakeholders, especially 
cemetery managers and sextons, who, while institutionally embedded promote 
the adoption and innovation of new practices. These factors are however not 




Future of the tool and the cemeteries 
The recommendations in the perspectives are based on the discussion of the 
future of the tool and the cemetery administrations.  
The process of change is likely to proceed, making traditional managerial 
practices less efficient, and thus furthering the use of the new tool in the 
cemetery administrations especially where the explicit practices of the tool are 
needed. The tool is however only part of the anticipated innovation-processes 
addressing the complex of issues surrounding the new use-patterns, 
management and governance of cemeteries in Denmark, emerging in interaction 
with technical, urban and general societal development. The wider innovation 
process will be focused on both adapting the physical cemeteries as well as the 
governance practices for the future needs and ideals. Recommendations for 
Danish cemeteries should thus focus on suitable approaches to the overall 
adaptation to changing circumstances in addition to the more specific 






Recommendations for Danish cemetery management and 
governance 
One of the objectives of the thesis was to develop recommendations for Danish 
cemetery management and governance. From the analysis the use of the new 
tool would make sense in cemetery administrations within the limits of its 
purpose. So far, adaptations of the tool and implicit practices are only 
emerging. These would probably become more substantial later, when the use 
of the tool has been developed in interaction with the general innovation 
processes. More importantly, cemeteries should adopt or develop new 
management and governance practices suitable for meeting the emerging 
challenges. This is a task both at the local level for the individual cemetery 
administrations, but also requiring regional or national coordination and debate 
to develop new ideals and new practices suitable of bringing the Danish 
cemeteries forward. 
 
This leads to the following recommendations regarding the new tool: 
 
 The new tool and its practices, including maintenance plans, should be 
used, but to an appropriate extent and adapted to the local situation. It 
should be used for the purposes it is aimed at, and with the appropriate 
adaptation of the organisation to make it function. 
 The field’s stakeholders should be aware of successful adaptations and 
innovations of the new tool and its practices to various types of 
administrations and situations and make efforts to collect and 
disseminate these. 
 Stakeholders should be aware of the limitations of the tool, maintaining 
focus on other important aspect of cemetery operation and management, 
such as e.g. the content of the burial service or the strategic development 
of the cemetery. They should strive to implement the wider managerial 
practices implicit to the tool as well. 
 
Cemetery administrations and other stakeholders should be aware of and 
address the challenges due to change; this leads to the following general 




 Sensitivity and awareness: the complex character of the cemetery should 
be taken into account in decision making and implementation of 
policies. This includes its functions and its divergent landscapes as well 
as the tacit and institutionalised logics. Decision makers should be 
aware of the societal dynamics and how these influence the cemetery, 
including the consequences of urbanisation. 
 A pro-active approach: decision makers should be aware of the 
development and relevant strategic decisions at the relevant level. These 
decisions could relate to the cemetery sites and the administrations and 
related practices, but also to the wider governance structures and 
processes. 
 Information seeking: to have a substantial foundation for decisions 
stakeholders requires compiling relevant information about the cemetery 
operations. Information could be gathered at the local level, but it might 
be relevant to also gather information more centrally to make the 
information more consistent and available. 
 Learning and innovation: in order to secure adaptation to emerging 
realities administrations should seek to gain knowledge and skills within 
relevant topics. The change of practices induced by the changing 
circumstances also necessitates innovation, both in the adaptation of 
new practices but also in the adaptations of old practices to the new 
situation. 
 Acting systematic and smart: learning and pro-action can be costly and 
it is wise to choose one’s battles, knowing that the dynamics of change 
necessitate some experimentation. Part of this are also joined efforts to 
share lessons learnt, including initiatives on national level to develop a 
consistent thinking and collect and disseminate successful practices. 
 
Research perspectives 
The analysis in this thesis contributes especially to the body of knowledge at 
the intersection of cemetery research, research in public green spaces and their 
management and the broader study of organisational change, but it also opens 
perspectives for a range of further research. 
 
Starting with the subject of Danish cemeteries and their management it seems 
obvious to undertake further analysis of the governance dynamics and 
institutions. The analysis should focus on different levels and include the 
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variety of stakeholders and the dynamics between the development of the phys-
physical cemetery and the processes of governance and decision-making. It 
would be important to take into account the formal decision structures as well 
as the informal network that seems important for the initial phases of 
innovation. 
 
From an international perspective it would be relevant to study further the 
continuous development of the modern cemetery. It seems especial viable to 
include comparative studies that identify and analyse national variations, in line 
with e.g. Walter (2005), as well as to focus on the administrative aspects of the 
cemetery as both place and institution. Another interesting aspect, interesting 
not only from a research perspective but also because of its environmental and 
societal consequences, is the function and planning of cemeteries and other 
burial places in metropolitan areas, as also pointed to by e.g. Nita (2013) or 
Coutts et al. (2011). In this strand of research, there should be sensitivity to the 
special characteristics of the governance of cemeteries complicating the policy 
and planning processes, as well as the subsequent implementation. 
 
Another line of interesting research, useful for the practitioners, would be 
further inquiries into the development of contemporary use and the properties of 
the cemetery and cemetery service in relation to this. Findings from emerging 
research base on the restorative properties of green spaces (cf. Grahn & 
Stigsdotter, 2010) seem promising in this respect. 
 
In relation to research on the management and governance of public green 
spaces this contribution emphasises the necessity to study the role of non-
rational dynamics in the governance processes, as well as the role of material 
factors (cf. Battilana et al., 2009). Another line of research regarding this would 
be to study the services provided by public green spaces in light of the 
considerations in the general research in public administration (cf. Osborne, 
2006; 2010) and the managerial consequences of how these service are 
perceived.  
 
At the intersection between research in cemeteries and green spaces, another 
interesting line of research would be a more comprehensive definition of 
cemeteries and other burial grounds as green spaces. 
 
Although the implication of this contribution for organisational studies is less 
significant than for research in cemeteries and public green spaces, it could still 
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be suggested that cemeteries and their administrations would be an interesting 
subject for further empirical research capable of giving interesting insights of 
the dynamics of institutionalisation and sense-making in an area of public 
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